
Inspiration, Depth, and 
the Other Side of the 

Coin: Music, Poetry, and 
Artistic Profundity 

Dan Cavanagh, The University of  
Texas at Arlington 

Schulze Interdisciplinary Speaker Series 
At the University of  Northern Colorado 

www.dancavanagh.com 
 



PART 1: INSPIRATION 

Inspiration, Depth, and the Other Side of  the Coin: Music, Poetry, 
and Artistic Profundity 



What is Inspiration? 

•  Divine Revelation 
•  God 
•  Muse 

 
•  External, non-divine influences 
•  Nature, External Environment 
•  Other Art Forms – Musical Ekphrasis (Siglund Bruhn) 

 
•  Swelling up from within? 
•  Random, emergent creative spark 
•  Human need for expression from the depths of  one’s soul 



[Attributed to] Giacomo Puccini 
[although with some controversy] 

“Inspiration is an 
awakening, a 

quickening of  all 
man’s faculties, 

and it is 
manifested in all 

high artistic 
achievements.” 



[Attributed to] Benjamin Britten 

“The old idea 
of  a composer 

suddenly 
having a terrific 
idea and sitting 

up all night to 
write is 

nonsense. 
Night time is 
for sleeping.” 



Psychology’s view of 
Inspiration 

Psychologists Todd Thrash and Andrew Elliot, in their review 
of  the literature, state that inspiration has three components: 
 

•  Motivation 
 

•  Evocation 
 

•  Transcendence  
 

Historically, psychologists have understood inspiration 
as a state of  being, not as a trait 



PART 2: MEANING, DEPTH, 
AND PROFUNDITY 

Inspiration, Depth, and the Other Side of  the Coin: Music, Poetry, 
and Artistic Profundity 



Can Music have meaning? 

What type of  meaning do we mean? 
 

q  Semantic Meaning? 
 

q  Musical Meaning? 
 (meaning within/about music only) 
 

q  Cultural/External Significance? 



Concepts Stemming from 
the Study of Meaning 

“sense, reference, connotation, denotation, 
intension, extension, definition, ostention, 
truth conditions, logical atoms, symbols, 
signs, signals, representations, propositional 
attitudes, intentions, semantic markers, 
tacts, mands, affordances, and Dasein.”  

 

-Psychologist Laurence D. Smith 



The 
Philosophical 
Debate 

FORMALISM 

MUSIC IS INCAPABLE 
OF CONVEYING 
SEMANTIC MEANING 

 
 

ANTI-FORMALISM 

MUSIC CAN BE 
EXPRESSIVE OF 
MEANING 

Philosophers fall 
into two camps, 
generally 
 

 

This debate plays 
out in Aesthetics 
as a whole 



Formalism 
Lineage traced from Eduard 
Hanslick – Vom Musikalisch-Schönen 
(On the Musically Beautiful) 

–  Outlines his views on the ability of  
“Absolute” music to communicate 
emotion and meaning – he concludes 
it cannot 

Schenker continued this tradition 
through the development of  his 
theoretical analytic framework 
 
Best known modern phiosopher 
proponent: Peter Kivy 



Peter Kivy’s Formalism 

Music Alone (vs. Program Music, text-based music, 
etc.) 

•  Assumes no text, program, or other extra-musical 
information provided or available 

•  Kivy’s Introduction to a Philosophy of  Music outlines 
his formalist viewpoint very thoroughly 

 
Basically, he concludes “Music Alone” can’t possibly 
be about anything, as much as he’d like it to posses 
that capability 



Anti-formalism 

Tends to be mainly concerned with music’s 
ability to represent emotion 

 

Steven Davies & James O. Young are several of  
Kivy’s anti-formalist intellectual opponents 



James O. Young’s 
Anti-Formalism 

His Critique of  Pure Music argues for his anti-
formalist viewpoint 

 

Young’s basic argument: 
•  Music is expressive of  emotion 

•  Music arouses emotion 

•  As such, music represents emotion 



On Which side of the 
fence am I? 

50% 50% 

Cavanagh 
Formalism Anti-formalism 



depth 

Kola Superdeep Borehole: the deepest artificial point on earth, at a 
distance of  about 40,230 feet. Located on the remote Kola Peninsula 
in Russia. 



Depth 

Musicologist Holly Watkins’ 
research shows us how our 
modern, Western 
conception of  musical depth 
can be traced back to 
German nationalist 
sentiments in the early 
Romantic era and before. 

Watkins’ Chapter contents 
from Metaphors of  Depth in 
German Musical Thought: 
•  Early German literature 

and concepts of  depth-
from-within 

•  Inner life of  music 

•  Poetic depth 

•  Time depth 

•  Schenker’s Apotheosis of  
Musical Depth 

•  Schoenberg’s “interior 
designs” 



Musical depth 

When we ascribe the quality of  depth to a musical 
work (music alone), what are we insinuating? 
 
•  Formalists (like Schenkerians or Peter Kivy) would 

argue that there is structural (musical only) depth 

•  Anti-formalists (like James O. Young or Stephen 
Davies) would add emotional depth as well 
–  certain “extreme” anti-formalists would also add 

semantic/semiotic depth 



Zooming in and out 

If  a musical work is considered deep, we 
should be able to zoom in or out with varying 
levels of  granularity and still experience depth 

at many or all of  those levels 

In this way, musical 
depth is analogous 
to the mathematical 
property known as 
self-similarity 



Profundity 

Auguste Rodin’s  Le Penseur de la Porte de l’Enfer 
(The Thinker at the Gates of  Hell) 



profundity 

Peter Kivy states there are three conditions 
necessary for music to be considered profound. 
 

•  The music must be about something 

•  That something must be profound 

•  The profound something must be treated in a 
profound manner 



profundity 

James O. Young and Stephen Davies argue the 
opposite case: 
 

•  Young: “The capacity of  music to provide 
psychological insight is the source of  its 
capacity for profundity.” 
 

•  Davies: Some music is profound because of  the 
human qualities which it exemplifies 



Characteristics of 
profound music 

•  The music is deep 

•  It meets the three conditions Kivy 
outlines 

•  Additionally, it has the capacity to elicit 
profound emotional insight 

 



Profound music 
–  Beethoven’s 5th, 9th, late string 

quartets 

–  Braham’s 1st symphony, esp. 1st 
mvt 

–  Penderecki’s Stabat Mater & 
Threnody for the Victims of  
Hiroshima 

–  Miles Davis’ Kind of  Blue 
album 

–  Palestrina’s Pope Marcellus 
Mass 

–  Mozart’s Requiem Mass 

–  Bach nearly anything, esp. 
Goldberg Variations, Violin and 
Cello suites, preludes/fugues, 
chorales 

–  Ellington’s Such Sweet Thunder 

–  Samuel Barber’s Adagio  



PART 3: EMERGENCE & 
COMPLEX SYSTEMS 

Complex Systems and the Music-Poetry 
Connection 



Strange fruit 

 
Poem written by teacher Abel Meeropol, 
inspired by a photograph of  a lynching 

 
Billie Holiday made it famous 

 
 

 
 

Holly Watson makes the case that the 
depth metaphor only makes sense within 
a cultural context 



Artistic Translation  

Poetry informing music, painting informing 
literature, dance informing sculpture, etc. 

 

 

Siglund Bruhn calls this “Musical Ekphrasis” 



Examples of 
musical 
ekphrasis 

•  Ellington Such Sweet Thunder 
(from Shakespeare) 

•  Pictures at an Exhibition 
(Mussorgsky, orig. piano 
version) 

•  Max Kilnger’s 
Brahmsphantasie Opus XII 
(paintings/”illuminations” 
based on Brahms work) 

•  Scriabin writing poetry to 
inspire himself:  Le Poème de 
l’extase, (The Poem of  Ecstasy) 

•  Langston Hughes – Blues 
poem (structure) “My People” 



My People 
[langston hughes] 

The night is beautiful, 
So the faces of  my people. 
 
The stars are beautiful, 
So the eyes of  my people. 
 
Beautiful, also, is the sun. 
Beautiful, also, are the souls of  my people. 



Reverence 
[thomas r. smith] 

I’m back in my hometown, walking up 

Bridge Street past the St. Regis 
paper mill where my grandfather punched 

the clock until he retired.  It’s been 

too long since I’ve visited my grand- 

parents – weeks, or even months. 

I think of  them in their house 
across the alley from the park, 

in pine and cedar shade where those 

two old people live in the gathering 

silence of  the end.  My grand- 



Reverence 
[thomas r. smith] 

mother with her social hunger, 

my grandfather with his Milwaukee 
Journal and cigar. . . What if  they 

should think I don’t love them?   

The pain hits like an axe-blow. 

I resolve to go knock on their door 

immediately.  Some weight swings to, 
re-balances heaven and earth. 

I can’t tell whether I’m awake 

or still asleep when I realize 

they’ve been dead for decades. 



Reverence 
[thomas r. smith] 

Dear grandmother and grandfather, 

forgive the complaining when your 
son, my father, sent me over 

to mow your lawn, rake 

your leaves, shovel your sidewalk! 

I couldn’t imagine all three 

of  you gone.  I am better for living, 
though not in time to give you 

the reverence which was your due 

and which I kept hidden 

from myself  in my heart. 



Divining 
reverence on 
the far eighty 

Playing with the musical 
ekphrasis concept: creators 
knowing their work would be 
used as inspiration for another 
work. 

 
 

Mvt. II: Reverence 



Artistic synesthesia 

I propose that much of  the successful translation in profound 
work is psychologically similar to the neurological experience 
of  synesthesia: an artistic synesthetic experience 



Emergence & Complex 
Systems 

Philosopher Jaegwon Kim:  
 
“As it is well known, the intuitive idea of  an 
emergent property stems from the thought that 
a purely physical system, composed exclusively 
of  bits of  matter, when it reaches a certain 
degree of  complexity in its structural 
organization, can begin to exhibit genuinely 
novel properties not possessed by its simpler 
constituents.”  



Emergence & Complex 
Systems 

Drawing from the philosophical concept of  
emergence in complex systems, I propose: 
 
² The perceived quality of  profundity, 

specifically in a musical work, is a non-
supervening, emergent property governed 
by a sufficient level of  artistic depth, the 
interaction with and translation of  a work 
by the interpreter(s), and the emotional 
experience by the appreciator(s) 



Poetry and music 

The reliance on poetry as inspiration for 
music adds a layer of  depth and complexity 
that can positively contribute to the 
conditions in which profundity may be 
experienced (profundity may emerge as the 
system becomes complex enough) 
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